4i4   A SHORT HISTORY OF THE BRITISH ARMY
place as part of the Fighting French on the side of the United
Nations.
The outbreak of war with Japan led to a considerable
depletion of General Auchinleck's forces in the Middle East
by the switching to the Far East of four divisions already
earmarked for it, the i8th British, the ijth Indian and the 6th
and yth Australian Divisions. He had therefore to abandon his
plan of continuing his offensive into Tripolitania, and adopt a
policy of strategic defence. On his northern front in Syria, Iraq
and Persia, only two-thirds of the strength which he estimated to
be necessary was available in General Wilson's Ninth Army and
General Quinan's Tenth Army ; but fortunately no hostile attack
actually materialised here. In the Western Desert, however, the
Axis forces which had been rapidly reorganised advanced on
January 21,1942, from Agheila, drove back our ist Armoured Divi-
sion towards Msus, and threatened to cut off the retreat of the
4th Indian Division holding Benghazi. An unfortunate divergence
of views between General Ritchie, Commander of the Eighty Army,
and General Godwin-Austen, commanding the XHIth Corps, facili-
tated the enemy's progress; our armoured troops got back with
little difficulty by way of Mechili, but the infantry at Benghazi
had a narrow escape of being cut off. The retreat ended only on
the Gazala-Bir Hacheim line, half-way between Derna and Tobruk,
Once more our armoured inferiority had been disturbingly mani-
fested, and General Auchinleck was forced to the conclusion that
only a clear 50 per cent numerical superiority in tanks would enable
the Eighth Army to occupy Cyrenaica and hold it long enough to
allow it to establish its main base at Benghazi, without which any
success could only be ephemeral.
During the spring and early summer of 1942 the Eighth Army
and its Axis adversaries maintained their existing positions; but
our disasters in the Far East caused a further reduction in the
strength of General Auchinleck's command by the transfer of the
yoth Division to India. Despite this he was instructed in February,
1942, to launch an early offensive in Cyrenaica, in order to recap-
ture the airfields from which cover could be given to convoys to
Malta, where the supply situation was becoming precarious. At
the same time he was anxious about the Ninth and Tenth Annies'
shortage of troops, which in case of attack would necessitate the
abandonment of Mosul and the concentration for battle to cover
central Iraq and southern Syria. A long and animated discussion
with the home authorities concluded in the first week in April by
the fixing of mid-May as the earliest possible date for the offensive
in Cyrenaica; but it was subsequently found necessary owing
to the rapid deterioration of our situation in the Far Eastern
theatre of war to postpone it till mid-June ; and so it came about